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“Then Abraham fell upon his face, and
laughed, and said in his heart: ʻShall a child be
born unto him that is a hundred years old? and
shall Sarah, that is ninety years old, bear?ʼ”
Genesis 17:17
“And God said: ʻNay, but Sarah thy wife shall
bear thee a son; and thou shalt call his name
Isaacʼ” (meaning he laughs). Genesis 17:19
”And Sarah laughed within herself, saying:
ʻAfter I am waxed old shall I have pleasure, my
lord being old also?ʼ“ Genesis 18:12
”And Sarah said: ʻGod hath made laughter for
me; every one that heareth will laugh on account of me.ʼ“ Genesis 21:6

”And Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian,
whom she had borne unto Abraham, making
sport.“1 Genesis 21:92

aughter in Worship I’m certain that at
the creation, God must have laughed just to
see Adam’s face when he was surprised
by his own existence. But the Hebrew
Scriptures do not record this laughter. The first
laughter that the Hebrew Scriptures record is the
laughter of Abraham in Genesis 17:17. Though
he was one hundred years old, this man was
still a very reasonable and rational person—a
man full of lucidity, intelligence, and wisdom.
Here he hears the craziest statement that he can
imagine, spoken by God himself: “Abraham, old
man, you will have a son, and you will call him
‘ha ha ha’ [Isaac].” The text, in an effort to help
the reader understand the meaning of the name,
tells us that Abraham laughs in response as if
he was confirming the promise. “Then Abraham
fell on his face and laughed.” As Abraham is at
the climax of his worship of the Lord, perhaps
as an expression of worship, he laughs. He is
worshipping the Lord, and this worship takes a
special, unique, disturbing, and surprising form.
His worship takes the form of laughter! It is not
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a high, sophisticated prayer, a formal sermon,
he wants to kill him! Had Abraham remained
or a hymn. It was a laughter of faith and joy, a
laughing, perhaps he wouldn’t have tried to kill
laughter expressing the emotion which one feels
Isaac. But he stopped laughing. Ultimately, in his
when facing something so unbelievable that it has
seriousness, in his piety, and in the height of his
become comic. His laughter expresses his awe at
good will, he took a knife almost as if he wanted
the unbelievable. The best connection we can have
to kill Isaac. There is a dialogue which Woody
with someone is to laugh with him. As soon as
Allen has imagined as taking place between
you begin laughing with someone,
God and Abraham: God says,
suddenly there is a special bond When we laugh with
“Abraham, I just jokingly suggest
and intimacy. And this is precisely each other, we don’t think that you sacrifice Isaac, and you
what Abraham has at that moment.
immediately run out to do it?”
He has a special connection with about killing each other.
And Abraham fell to his knees
the Lord, and he laughs. Laughter is a part of
“Lord, see I never know when you are kidding.”
this particular relationship—this miraculous
As the Lord thundered, “No sense of humor, I
connection that he had with the Lord. He laughs
can’t believe it.”3 Though it is a midrash about
a laugh of gratefulness and of recognition. This
this text, there is something in the lines which
laughter is positive. In that particular context,
may suggest that direction of thinking. For a
laughter is not something negative. It’s not
moment Abraham had lost his sense of humor,
something which is a sin or a weakness. On the
and he became dangerous.
contrary, it is something very positive. It is a part
of his worship, a part of his faith, a part of his
Laughter in Praise Abraham is not the only one
response in his relationship His worship takes the form of laughter! who is laughing, by the
with the Lord.
way. Sarah is also laughing
in Genesis 21. And Sarah
From Laughter to Murder As soon as Abraham
said, “God has made me laugh.” She is actually
stops laughing, something very dangerous starts
referring here to a laugh she had before, but what is
to happen. He begins thinking, and he realizes
interesting is the nature of this laughter. Literally
that his laughter doesn’t make sense. Suddenly
she says, “God has made laughter for me.” That’s
he becomes serious and rational. He becomes
the exact translation there. “God has made [‘asa]
reasonable and dangerous. He wants to give
laughter.” This is the same word which is found
some help to the Lord, because Abraham knows
in the creation story when God shaped man,
better. He is one hundred years old, and he
nature, and creation. God shaped [‘asa] laughter.
knows his wife who is ninety years old. So he says
Sarah receives this laughter as a gift on the part of
to God, “Oh that Ishmael might be before you.”
God, just as she received creation, her husband,
Certainly, God must have been very grateful to
nature, and food. It’s not her own work, but it’s
him. “Thank you, Abraham. You are helping me
a divine work—a divine grace. We read of the
because otherwise I couldn’t do it. Yes, you have
actual laughter in Genesis 18:12. She just heard
Ishmael. Thank you! It’s easier now!” We can
the Lord speaking about the unbelievable birth of
perceive between the lines a smile on the face of
Isaac, and the text says, “therefore Sarah laughed
the Lord. Abraham wants to facilitate. He actually
within herself, saying, ‘After I have grown old,
thinks that God needs help and he makes it easy
shall I have pleasure, my lord being old also?’” But
for God. At that moment, Abraham is running a
it seems there is something negative and doubtful
huge risk because the survival of Isaac is at stake.
about this laughter, because right after that you
If God had listened to Abraham, Isaac would not
see the Lord speaking to Abraham: “Why did
have been born. Abraham was praying for the
Sarah laugh, saying ‘Shall I surely bear a child
non-birth of Isaac. When Abraham was thinking,
since I am old?’ Is anything too hard for the Lord?”
he forgot that he had laughed. He became so
But Sarah, feeling guilty at that moment, realized
serious that he became dangerous—so serious
that she shouldn’t have laughed. She said, “Oh no.
that he wanted to kill Isaac. Right after this story
I did not laugh.” She said that because she was
we have Abraham holding a knife in his hand.
afraid, so when we read this text we may wonder
First he did not want Isaac to be born, and now
about the quality of this laughter. If she feels guilty
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about it and the Lord Himself is questioning the
a warrior. “And he became an archer” (Genesis
value of that laugh, she should not have laughed.
21:20). The story goes from laughter to a weapon,
But when we read the commentary of this text
from laughter to war. If Ishmael had remained
which is found in Genesis 21:6-7, “Sarah said,
laughing (with Isaac), we wouldn’t be here today
‘God has made laughter for me. All who hear
observing people killing each other. Because
it will laugh for me.’” It is a beautiful piece of
when we laugh with each other, we don’t think
literature. It’s a poem, and it’s very well balanced.
about killing each other. If Ishmael and Isaac
It is a song, a hymn, a praise. She is reinterpreting
had been left alone, perhaps today Ishmael and
her laughter. She is adding a dimension to the
Isaac would still be laughing together. That’s an
laughter which we didn’t see in the first reading
interesting way to create peace. Try to produce
of Genesis 18. And this is a dimension of praise
laughter between the two parties. But when
to the Lord. “Who would have said [mi millel]?” If
laughter stops, weapons are taken up. That’s the
you take this phrase in Hebrew, it is found in the
lesson from the text.
context of praise for the Lord. That expression
is a very technical expression associated with
Abraham laughed, Sarah laughed, and even God
the wonders of the Lord. For example, in Psalm
laughs. We don’t have many texts in the Bible
10:2 the psalmist is praising the Lord for having
where God is laughing. It’s as if the laughter of
done something unbelievable, and he says mi
God is too profound, so we cannot record it. But
millel (“Who could have said?”). And Sarah is
God laughs in this particular story, not only in
using that language to refer to her laughter. Her
the laughter of Abraham, not only by the fact
laughter is an expression of awe! It is a way of
that He produced the laughter of both Abraham
saying, “Who could have imagined such a thing?
and Sarah, but God Himself laughed. The name
Who would have guessed that I and my one“Isaac” suggests that. It may well be a theopho,
hundred-year-old husband would have a child?”
that is, a name which contains the name of God.
Thus, her laughter first seems to be negative, and
Often in the personal names of the ancient times,
perhaps there is also an element of the anguish of
the name of God was not mentioned, but it was
hopelessness. However, this expression of anguish
implied. We have a number of evidences like this
is reinterpreted, as if suddenly there is no longer
in the Bible, where there is a verb but no subject
doubt or anguish. Suddenly it is the laughter of
because the subject, God, is implied. There are a
praise to the Lord: “Who
number of scholars who think
could have imagined such The best connection we can have
and have good reasons to think
a thing?” She praises the
that Isaac means “The Lord
Lord, and this is the way with someone is a laugh with him.
laughs.” Yes, the Lord laughs.
she understands laughter.
All of the human laughter in
this story may be related to God’s laughter.
1
From Laughter to War Sarah laughed, and
1
we know the value of that laughter, but what
The Hebrew verb tsahaq, which is etymologically related to the
name Isaac.
is disturbing is that at a certain moment Sarah
2
stops laughing. In Genesis 21, she’s talking about
Texts quoted from the JPS version of the Bible.
3
laughter and thinking about laughter. Suddenly
Not a word-for-word quote. This anecdote comes from the Woody
she sees Ishmael laughing (Genesis 21:9). She
Allen film Without Feathers.
didn’t like it. The text says that, at that moment,
she becomes angry, and she wants that laughter
stopped. She runs to Abraham, and she reports
to him. Abraham became angry, and there is
a transition from laughter to ra‘: “to do evil,
wickedness, something bad.” The text says, “The
matter was very displeasing [ra‘] in Abraham’s
sight” (Genesis 21:11). Sarah stopped laughing
and suddenly evil emerged. Then Ishmael was
sent away, and coming to the desert, he became
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